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			CHAPTER ONE

			The man sat at a metal table in a small room with pale walls. Lights directly overhead beat down on blond hair cut military-­close and the travel uniform of a captain in the Human Defense Force. The man’s hands were folded in front of him, and he was concentrating on keeping them still.

			The room’s one door opened with a ripping noise that the captain recognized as soundproofing. A uniformed guard held the door’s handle, allowing a tall man to enter before pulling the hatch shut again. The captain raised his eyes to study the figure before him, noting a frame that was lean and strong despite the signs that he was no longer young. The captain recognized his visitor’s gray uniform, but tried to hide his fear as the newcomer sat across from him.

			“What’s your name?” the tall man asked.

			The captain frowned, but quickly smoothed his features. “I would hope you’d already know that, given that you’re detaining me against my will.”

			“You’re an officer in the Human Defense Force during time of war. Legally, you have no will. What is your name?”

			“Antonine Nabulit. I’m assigned to the staff of the Twelfth Corps, on leave from the war zone, and if you will just allow me to contact—­”

			“Your boss? The commanding general of the Twelfth Corps? We already communicated with him, and he was unable to explain your absence from his command.”

			Nabulit’s face lost some of its color.

			“Do you know who I am?” The tall man placed his fingertips on the table. His hands were large, and the overhead lights made the scar tissue shine.

			“No.”

			“But you do recognize my uniform.”

			“Yes. You’re with the security detachment for the Chairman of the Emergency Senate.”

			“Close. I’m not with Chairman Mortas’s security. I’m in charge of it.”

			“You’re Hugh Leeger.”

			“Very good. This will go much more smoothly if you don’t pretend you’re anything but the chief interrogator for Twelfth Corps.”

			“Listen, I know what this is about now, and I was only doing my job. I was ordered—­”

			“To interrogate Chairman Mortas’s son when he was injured and starving? To threaten to kill him if he didn’t answer your questions, and say you’d never tell his father that Lieutenant Mortas had been found alive?”

			“Yes. Exactly that. I was ordered to do all that. And you would have understood, if you’d been there. The transport carrying the Chairman’s son went missing, the whole corps was looking for him, and he turned up at Glory Main—­excuse me, the top secret corps headquarters—­with a Force psychoanalyst who turned out to be an alien impersonating a human. We needed answers, and we needed them right away.”

			“I see. But the abuse didn’t stop once you got those answers, did it? Jander told you everything he could, and you took him along when you abandoned Glory Main, but he remained a prisoner.”

			“Again, I was acting under orders. This is my job, my training.” The captain appeared to warm to the subject. Straightening in his chair, he waved a hand at the cramped space. “You keep the subject guessing about everything, especially his whereabouts, which is exactly what you’re doing to me. The last thing I remember, I was being sealed in my Transit Tube, and when I woke up from the voyage I was in a detention cell. I have no idea where I am right now.”

			“You’re in Unity Plaza.”

			Nabulit swallowed. The Unity Plaza complex was the personal headquarters of Olech Mortas. His eyes roved over the walls, as if trying to imagine the towering buildings all around him. Or above him.

			“I’m not your enemy, and certainly not the Chairman’s. My interrogation actually helped Lieutenant Mortas. I proved that he didn’t realize he was bringing an enemy alien to a corps headquarters. And how could he? It was almost impossible to guess that thing wasn’t human, until we got them both into the scanning tubes.”

			“The tubes you said were for decontamination.”

			“We had no idea who—­or what—­they were. They showed up at Glory Main in a commandeered enemy ship, no advance warning, so we reacted accordingly. And the scanners proved we were right to do that. Once the alarms went off, the alien burst into a million flying particles, and we burned it up while it was still confined in that tube. It was the right thing to do.”

			“Oh, but you are actually wrong.”

			“How can I be wrong? Were you there? Lieutenant Mortas was returned to duty, and because we detected and destroyed that thing he brought with him, we were able to alert the rest of the Force that a shape-­shifting entity had entered the war. There’s been no reported sighting of anything like that creature since the first one, so how could that be wrong?”

			“I wasn’t talking about the alien, or your mistreatment of the young man whom I practically raised.” Leeger’s eyes slipped toward a blackened observation window on the side wall, and then back. “I meant you were wrong when you said you know why you’re here.”

			“Why am I here, then? What’s the point of this?”

			“You should be able to figure that out on your own. You can start by dropping that lie about being on leave. Your boss certainly has.”

			“I have travel orders stating I’m in a leave status. I’m a returned war veteran, and you’re preventing me from traveling to my home planet.”

			“I wouldn’t call an interrogator from the worst corps in the war zone a veteran of anything, but that’s beside the point. You see, Nabulit, once we learned of the alien’s existence, we put all of our networks on lookout for any indication of our new opponent. Most of what we’ve found was just a rehashing of our own disinformation campaign, but every now and then there’s a tidbit that catches my attention. And when that morsel contains details about the alien that only a few ­people should know, you can bet I look into it closely.

			“You visited a number of alliance planets before we scooped you up. You’ve been briefing some very important officials about that creature, and you’ve also made some side trips to meet with ­people we haven’t identified yet. That’s why your general has disowned you. We told him about the nice commissions you’ve made by selling what you know to ­people who weren’t on his list.

			“You’ve violated a whole host of wartime security regulations, any one of which carries the death penalty.” Leeger stood. “I’m going to give you a little time to think about that.”

			The tall man slapped the door twice with the palm of his hand. It opened immediately, but he didn’t leave. “And Nabulit? Don’t think this is one of those silly head games they taught you in Interrogator 101. No one is going to come in here and offer you a deal. You’re going to give us the names of everyone you’ve met, and everything you told them. Then we’re going to decide if you get shipped off to a war-­zone penal unit—­or if we kill you right here.”

			“He’ll talk. He knows that his protector’s abandoned him.”

			Leeger spoke in a darkened room next to the interrogation cell. Three large wall screens provided a dull illumination, one showing Captain Nabulit nervously seated at the table while the other two held blurred images of video footage paused in midplay. Leeger’s boss, whose son had been tormented by their prisoner only months before, stood facing the screens. As tall as his security chief and only two years his senior in age, Olech Mortas nodded judiciously.

			“Look at this here.”

			Mortas activated one of the tapes, revealing a setting that both he and Leeger had seen before. The recording showed a sterile white room at Glory Main, containing two transparent cylinders that ran from floor to ceiling. A figure in an armored fighting suit entered the space, followed by Jander and the alien that had been impersonating a Force psychoanalyst named Captain Amelia Trent. They were the only survivors of a group of four who’d been marooned on a hostile planet, and their tattered uniforms were covered in dirt and blood. Jander was the taller of the two, but they shared similar features in that their hair was dark, both of them were in their twenties, and they looked like they could use a meal. They were directed to remove all their clothing before entering the cylinders, which were referred to as decontamination tubes.

			Trent was visibly shaken by the command, and fixed frightened eyes on the tubes while slowly peeling off her ragged flight suit. Seeing her discomfort, Jander reached out and touched the bare flesh of her left side. “Hey. Thanks for not dying on me.”

			Olech paused the tape. “That mark on her ribs was where the alien was impaled by flying debris when they were stealing the shuttle. The thing had healed itself, but Jan didn’t know that.”

			The tape started again. Naked and filthy, Jander and Trent began walking toward the now-­open cylinders. In a childlike gesture, they took each other’s hand. Looking at Trent with concern, Jander spoke again. “It’s all right. They’re just gonna wash us off, and then we’ll get nice clean clothes and some hot food, and then they’ll have the docs check us out.”

			Apparently those soothing words were not enough, as Olech’s son continued to speak. “Listen. You just look at me while this is going on. All right? Look right in my eyes, until they hit us with the suds of course, but you just look right at me and everything will be fine. Heck, we got this far, what’s a little shower?”

			Trent responded with a weak smile. “Thank you, Jan. Get me through this, okay?”

			Olech stopped the footage, turning toward Leeger in the gloom.

			“They never showed us that part.” Leeger murmured. They’d both seen footage of what had followed, the flashing lights and mechanical alarms, and the creature transforming into a swirling cloud of mothlike specks before fire had blown through the tube and incinerated it.

			“Exactly. Doesn’t seem too important, until you hear this.”

			Olech activated the third screen, where a graph jumped into life with the oscillations of audiotape. Jander’s voice, shouting in anger and fear, a scene with which Olech and Leeger were familiar. When Jander’s hijacked Sim shuttle had approached the barren space rock that held Glory Main, the headquarters defense systems had seized control of the vessel and set it on a collision course with the surface. Yelling over the radio, Jander had revealed that he was the son of the feared Chairman of the Emergency Senate.

			“Answer me, damn you! Whoever you are, you will not survive the shitstorm when my father finds out what happened to me! And he will!”

			The words were accompanied by the whine of the shuttle’s straining engines, but then Trent’s voice was heard. Soft. Resigned. Calm.

			“Jander.” A brief pause. “Thanks for getting me here, Jan.”

			Olech stopped the playback, already knowing that the invocation of his name had saved his son and his duplicitous companion.

			“Something else they held back on us. Never heard her say that on the other tape,” Leeger mused, trying to imagine why the senior officers at Glory Main had edited the recordings they had forwarded with the original report.

			“But they included them in the package our friend”—­Olech waved a hand at the screen showing their prisoner—­“was showing around. Which means they considered them significant.”

			“Think they figured out something more happened in the tubes?” Despite weeks of interrogation, Jander had managed to keep his captors from learning that the alien had communicated with him telepathically while they were both trapped in the cylinders. When Jander had been released, he’d told his father how the shape-­shifting creature had explained the entire ordeal in a sort of deathbed confession. That Jander and the others had been taken prisoner while being transported unconscious in the faster-­than-­light travel known as the Step. That the alien had already taken the place of the murdered Captain Trent by then, and how the quartet’s marooning on the planet now known as Roanum had been a setup right from the start.

			“I doubt it. If that were the case, Command could have scooped Jan up for further questioning at any time after he returned to the war zone.”

			“Maybe they’re just trying to learn everything they can about the thing. For their own ends.” Despite its shocking capabilities and near success at infiltrating a major headquarters, the alien’s advent had not been repeated. The entire Force in the distant war zone had gone on high alert, but nothing like the creature had been seen in the seven months since the incident.

			“That’s quite possible. The thing has an astounding potential. Did you detect anything in the scuttlebutt suggesting the alien could act as a translator between us and the Sims? So far Ayliss has been the only one to think of that.” The war had been in progress for forty years, and the possibility of finally being able to communicate with their humanoid enemy was something Olech found enticing.

			“No, nothing we intercepted has suggested the thing could act as a go-­between. Perhaps our alliance partners are curious because they don’t believe the alien picked your son at random. Reena thinks they are.” Leeger spoke of Olech’s lover.

			“After all this time, and all the goodies I’ve handed them, you’d think they would have learned to at least trust my judgment. Even if they don’t trust me personally.”

			“Your little land grab didn’t increase their confidence.” Six months before, having learned that alliance members were staking claims to captured planets in the war zone, Olech had turned the tables on them by claiming the prizes for the Veterans Auxiliary. A popular agency, the Auxiliary had been tasked with setting up colonies for discharged soldiers on the captured planets.

			“Those bandits want the natural resources, not the planets themselves. I made it abundantly clear that they’d all continue to share in the exploitation of those worlds. Their operations haven’t skipped a beat, so there’s no reason for them to resent my decision.”

			“But they do. And you should remember what happened to the man who held the job you hold now, when he got that gang angry.”

			“Hard to forget, really. Considering I was there.” Olech’s somber face turned from the glow of the screens, wearing a wraithlike smile. “I just realized something. The man who used to have the job you hold got killed that same day in that same room, shielding me from the bullets.”

			Leeger returned the grin. “Why do you think I’m so concerned?”

			Olech’s hand came out of the shadows to rest on Leeger’s shoulder. He turned back to the screens, staring at the prisoner. “All right, then. We need to find out exactly who our friend has been talking to, and what they were planning to do with this information—­if he knows that part.”

			“And then?”

			“Have him executed. It’ll be a good message for our overly curious partners.”

			“No.”

			“No what?”

			“I won’t have him executed.” Leeger started for the door. “I’ll do it myself.”

			Heavy clouds blotted the sun when Olech emerged from the building where the prisoner was being held. Unity Plaza was almost the size of a small city and still growing, but its central tower wasn’t far away, so he decided to walk. All around him, stone buildings rose out of manicured lawns, structures that housed the workings of humanity’s highest level of government. In spite of that lofty status, Olech had insisted on large expanses of green grass with walkways as the complex grew. Thousands of ­people lived and worked at Unity, and the Chairman of the Emergency Senate was now surrounded by men and women hustling from one place to another.

			Tensions among the alliance planets had reached even this place, and Olech knew that several of the faces in the crowd were Leeger’s security ­people working incognito. Olech had flatly rejected the assignment of a bodyguard detail while inside Unity, but Leeger had insisted on the hidden escorts. Drone messengers flitted across the gray sky, and the Chairman knew that some of them were surveillance robots assigned to protect him.

			Despite the threatening clouds, Olech wore a sunny smile as he walked. He was greeted by many of the different staffers as they passed, and returned most of the salutations by name. Mixed with the oppressive sense of a distant, lurking danger was a different sensation, one of expectancy and even relief that manifested itself in the humanity flowing around him. Olech Mortas had always considered himself a man of the ­people, and he still prided himself on his ability to take the pulse of a crowd.

			He suspected that this particular crowd was feeling relieved because his daughter Ayliss was due to depart the next day, after a six-­month residence. As an officer of the Veterans Auxiliary, Ayliss was being placed in charge of one of the newly-­formed veteran colonies in the war zone. She’d spent the previous weeks being trained in her new duties by Olech and Reena, which some had viewed as an unwelcome rapprochement between the absentee father and the resentful daughter. For years, a rumor had circulated that Chairman Mortas hired attractive young men and women in a subconscious effort to replace the two motherless children who had grown up disliking him. The presence of his daughter at Unity had damaged the psychological ecosystem for many of its personnel, and they were glad to see her go.

			The sun broke through the clouds for half an inhalation, momentarily casting the smiling faces in a bleached-­out light. For that instant, in Olech’s mind, they took on the pale, empty visages of dead men and women. Olech recognized some of the blank masks as ­people he’d sent to the war, all of them young, all of them killed. It was not the first time he’d hallucinated in this fashion, though the experience was relatively new.

			Olech maintained his pleasant façade when he reached the security wall around the enormous stone tower that was his home. Moving through the scanners on a side gate, he wondered just how the carefree staffers would feel if they could see what he sometimes saw in them. Or if they knew that Ayliss was not the only Mortas who was about to leave them.

			Nabulit looked up when Leeger reentered the interrogation room. He didn’t speak, so Leeger placed an object on the table within his reach. It was a small dagger with a black handle inside a worn scabbard, and it made Nabulit look away.

			“We found this hidden in your effects, along with the recordings of the Chairman’s son. Jander told me about the man who owned this dagger. Cranther, the Spartacan Scout who died saving his life on Roanum. Jan was carrying this knife, and a longer one, when he got to Glory Main. Decided to help yourself to a souvenir?”

			Nabulit looked down at the weapon, but made no move to touch it.

			Leeger took the dagger, and drew it from its sheath. The black blade showed some wear when he placed it directly in front of the other man. “Go on. Pick it up. I’ll fight you barehanded, and you can use the knife. You win, we’ll let you go.”

			“That’s a lie.”

			“It’s a chance. Troops just like Jan and Cranther are taking chances all over the war zone even as we speak. Pick it up.”

			“No.”

			Leeger walked to the observation window. He laced his fingers behind his back, and began examining the dark, non-­reflective pane. His heart rate slowly increased as he waited for the sound of the chair, but after a few long seconds he knew nothing would happen. He returned to the table.

			“This is what I hate the most about guys like you.” Leeger retrieved the weapon and seated it in its carrier. “You didn’t even try.”

			The double slap on the hatch caused it to open, and the dagger went outside. Leeger sat down.

			“Now you’re going to tell me everything I want to know.”

			Olech stood in another darkened room, meeting with another man who specialized in personal protection. They were far beneath Unity’s central tower, looking through a sheet of bulletproof glass at a broad indoor firing range. The vista resembled a wooded countryside, a mock-­up with rolling terrain, trees, bushes, and failing light. A lone figure with blond hair and black fatigues lay prone just in front of them between two fake hillocks, sighting down the barrel of a long Scorpion rifle.

			“Watch this.” Olech’s companion was large, and his head was shaved almost bald. He extended a paw-­like hand to press a button on a control console just below the window.

			Far downrange, where the trees and bushes blocked the view, the silhouette of a human figure hopped up and began running toward them in a crouching zigzag. In the semidarkness, it was little more than a shadow. Before the moving shape had gone three steps, another one popped up from behind a mound many yards to the left and rushed forward. The first runner dived headfirst behind a low rise in the ground, and a third figure materialized off to the right, charging ahead.

			The prone shooter might as well have been a statue. The moving men repeated their brief moments of exposure in a seemingly random fashion, never more than two of them up at the same time, each exposed for only a few seconds. Olech studied the runners’ movements, how they tried to reach the cover of low ground but sometimes opted for the concealment of the fake shrubbery. He noted with a combat veteran’s eye that they never popped up in exactly the same spot where they’d gone to ground, and that they alternated the direction in which they crawled or rolled before rising again.

			A speaker in the room broke the silence with a sharp crack, and the prone shooter seemed to flinch just a bit. The runner on the left, two strides into his rush, flipped over backward when the slug hit him. A second shot followed almost immediately, knocking down the middle runner just as he was rising from cover.

			The shooter shifted minutely, swinging the long rifle to the right before firing three rapid shots. Tall fronds of faux grass jerked and twitched with the passage of the rounds, then the last runner was up too, having been flushed out by the near misses. The shooter fired twice more, drilling the projectiles into the fleeing figure’s back and toppling it to the ground.

			“Well done.” The voice of the bald man boomed out over the firing range, but the shooter made no effort to acknowledge the compliment. The light in the room brightened just enough to show the three robot targets, human in every regard, coming to their feet where they had been gunned down. Glowing circles showed where the rounds had struck them, and they stood there in mute machine accusation.

			“Resetting. This iteration the opponents will utilize smoke obscurants.” The light went down again, and the robots hustled off.

			“You’ve done a fine job with her, Dom.” Olech gave a brief nod to the security man, Dominic Blocker. Deep lines crossed Blocker’s forehead, but he radiated physical vitality.

			“If I couldn’t teach her how to shoot in six months, I ought to hang it up. She’s a natural, by the way.”

			“Takes after her old man. I was the best shot in my platoon in Basic.”

			“That’s funny. The official history says there wasn’t time for Basic before you and the other kids shipped out.” Blocker’s voice was deep, the words unkind. Olech Mortas had joined the war against the Sims in its third year, when the conflict had been going so badly that a special waiver had dropped the volunteer age to twelve. Fifteen years old, he’d been thrown into battle with an army made up mostly of children. Badly wounded on a planet in a distant solar system, Olech had returned to Earth as one of the few survivors among the waivered recruits, a revered group still known collectively as the Unwavering.

			“Sometimes the official story is different from the truth.”

			“Is that what Ayliss and I are going to find out on Quad Seven?” The colony Ayliss was slated to administer was on a planet code-­named FC–7777, the two-­letter prefix standing for Force Colonized. “That what you told her here is different from what she’ll find there?”

			“Reena and I told her the truth, while failing to convince her to take a different colony. It’s going to be rough out there.”

			“You’ve got that right. A recently conquered planet, already being mined by Zone Quest, colonized by some worn-­out combat vets who think they’re going to inherit the place. Deep in the war zone, in a part of space routinely worked by Sim raiders and human pirates. And your daughter is the Veterans Auxiliary minister who’s supposed to organize that circus.”

			“Don’t sell those troops short. You’re a combat vet, older than most of the ones you’ll meet out there, and you’re not worn out.”

			Blocker ignored the compliment. “It’s a guaranteed losing situation no matter how you cut it. The Zone Quest managers are going to ignore her, and when the vets see that happen, they’re going to reject her.”

			“Zone Quest will play ball with her just fine. They know they’re only operating on that planet because I’m letting them.”

			“That won’t hold up. The troops believe you gave the planet to the Auxiliary, and when they see that Ayliss is all chummy with the outfit that’s mining the place without their permission, they’ll turn against her.”

			“Listen to that pessimism. Not the Dom Blocker I remember.”

			“The Dom Blocker you remember was seventeen years younger. He couldn’t make you listen to him then, and apparently he can’t do it now.”

			“I didn’t listen to you because you didn’t want me to do the one thing that was going to keep Ayliss and Jan alive.”

			“Your kids would have been just as safe if you’d let Faldonado and me track down Lydia’s murderers. They poisoned your wife, robbed your kids of their mother, and what did you do? Pretended you didn’t care, about your wife or your own children.”

			“You keep forgetting it worked.”

			“And you think that was a good thing? I don’t know who else bought your charade, but Jan doesn’t trust you at all, and Ayliss is worse. The woman I’ve been working with for the last six months is nothing like the little girl I left with you. She’s fueled by blind rage, and that’s your fault. You’re just lucky that she found somebody else to hate.”

			The prone figure glanced back at them, and an impatient voice came over the intercom. “You going to give me something new to shoot, Dom?”

			Blocker activated the intercom. “What did I teach you? You shoot, you move.”

			“But I got them all.”

			“You never get them all. Move.”

			They watched as Ayliss slowly wormed backward, away from the notch that had been her firing position. Slipping into a minor depression, she cradled the rifle in her elbows and began crawling toward another spot.

			“Did you hear that? The eagerness? In all of the ranges I’ve been on in my life, no matter what the target looked like, I never once fantasized I was shooting a living being.” Blocker pointed. “I believe your little girl imagines she’s shooting someone every time she squeezes the trigger.”

			“Me, you mean? I doubt that. We’ve been spending a lot of time together these past few months.”

			“No, I don’t think she’s shooting you, or even that bastard Python. She got one hell of a rush when she pushed him over that railing. I think that’s why she took this job, why she picked Quad Seven, and why she’s set aside her anger at you.”

			Olech’s voice was low. “You mean she’s kill-­crazy?”

			“Worse. In the fifteen years I spent in the war zone, I only saw a few guys who’d gone batshit over the blood. They were easy to spot; got all goofy whenever there was a chance of a fight. No, Ayliss is different. She knows she had to kill Python, but I think she was very surprised by how much she enjoyed it. She wants that feeling again, and she knows you can get away with a lot out in the zone.”

			The crawling figure in fatigues had found a new firing point at the base of a fake tree. Slowly extending the Scorpion, Ayliss looked down the barrel to familiarize herself with the new view.

			“Look at the concentration. She’s actually having fun out there. Reminds me of her mother.”

			Olech snorted. “That’s the first time I ever heard that one. Everybody says Ayliss is just like me, and that Jan is just like Lydia.”

			­“People don’t see beyond the obvious. Ayliss resembles you, so of course she’s just like you. Same for Jan and Lydia. Add in the way she died, and all the time that’s gone by, and basically everybody forgot what she was like.”

			“I remember.”

			“Not sure you do. Or that you remember what you used to be like. You had the right medals, but she had the brains. She wasn’t murdered to bring you to heel; it was to stop her from feeding you ideas that some ­people didn’t like.”

			“Whoever they were, they’ve learned differently, haven’t they? I am the Chairman of the Emergency Senate, you know.”

			“You wield a lot of power, but you spend a lot of time trying to keep everybody happy.”

			“Keeping everybody happy?”

			“You look the other way on all sorts of things, in the name of keeping the alliance going. Like the slavery on Celestia. It’s barbaric.”

			“Funny choice of words, there. Did you know that Horace and the rest of the Celestian leadership refer to the war zone as Barbaricum? Old Roman term for basically anything outside the Empire.”

			“They use a lot of funny words on Celestia. It’s important to call a slave something else if you want to sleep through the night.”

			“Not sure how we ended up talking about Celestia.”

			“Yes you are. I’m an old personal-­security man, and I can tell when something big is in the works. You’re taking a trip off-­world. You’re going to use Ayliss’s departure to cover your own, and something tells me you’ll be stopping to see Horace Corlipso.”

			“I’m managing a war that stretches across entire star systems, Dom. And the Step lets me go anywhere. So if I did decide to go somewhere, what makes you think it would be Celestia?”

			“Because Reena’s going too. The only reason you’d take the chance of both of you disappearing is because you need her along when you see her brother.”

			“You make visiting the man who runs Celestia sound like a bad idea.”

			“It could be. I was long in the war zone when President Larkin got nailed, but once the Purge was done, a lot of new faces started showing up as recruits. Familiar faces. ­People who used to work security for some of the senators who died with Larkin.”

			“Yes?”

			“They told me that Horace’s bodyguards came to work that day loaded for bear—­and that they killed Larkin, as well as several senators Horace didn’t like. Not by accident.”

			“I’ve heard that rumor before. What are you saying?”

			“Horace assassinated half the human government and made it look like an accident. I’m saying a guy like that could easily poison the troublesome wife of a promising politician.”

			Olech finally reached the last shadowy room of the day. This one wasn’t far from the shooting range below Unity’s main tower, and it was almost as big. It contained one of mankind’s most important secrets, and so it was even more secure than Olech’s personal quarters.

			The woman who shared those quarters stood very close to one of the room’s looming walls, the fingers of one hand resting on a glass frame just below eye level. The entire wall, and two of the others, was covered in panels just like the one she was touching. The lights in the room were low, giving a golden hue to the parchment-­like material inside each of the frames. Her own face, framed by dark red hair and tinged with concern, looked back in a ghostly reflection.

			At one time, Reena Corlipso had spent endless hours in that room, studying the almost-­hieroglyphic messages. The meaning of the pictographs had been deciphered long ago, shortly after the panels had been found inside a deep-­space probe that had mysteriously reappeared near Earth. The ease of decryption was not surprising, as the pictures were meant to be understood. They described the miraculous technology that had carried the probe back to Earth. The Step.

			The faster-­than-­light method of travel had allowed humanity to reach out across the solar systems, colonizing habitable planets until the dark day when they encountered the Sims. Although the Step’s origin was an old secret shrouded in rumor and outright lies, the ­people who knew the truth sometimes wondered if the gift had been a cruel trick by a malicious and still-­unidentified entity.

			The room’s small door opened, and Reena knew without looking that her lover had arrived. She turned toward the tall figure and watched it resolve into the man she knew so well. Olech wore a dark suit cut in a military style with a high collar, and the blood-­red ribbon that marked him as one of the Unwavering stood out on his chest. Strong hands slid around her waist, exploring the swell of her hips and the fabric of her dress. Cut low to show off her considerable bosom, it was informal attire that she usually reserved for the bedroom.

			They kissed, acknowledging the approach of a series of voyages that might separate them forever. They embraced in silence while Reena noted the unusual way that Olech’s weight bore down on her. She slid her palms onto his cheeks and raised his face from her shoulder.

			“You know, two ­people who are finally going to get married really should look a lot happier than we do.”

			“Honestly, if I haven’t learned it by now I’m just going to have to figure it out once I’m there.” Ayliss Mortas had joined her father and Reena in the subterranean room. Her blond hair, which she’d kept long her whole life, was now cut off just below her ears. She wore well-­used walking boots, into which a coarse set of olive drab trousers were tucked. A long tan shirt hung down over her hips, and a leather belt crossed her waist. Conditions on FC–7777 were austere, and she’d been wearing that rig or military fatigues for most of the prior six months to get ready.

			“Just a few final reminders, that’s all.” Despite the many hours Olech had spent tutoring his daughter in the past weeks, he appeared slightly nervous. “Whatever you do, don’t favor one side too much. The veterans will try to manipulate you as a representative of the Auxiliary, and Zone Quest will try to paint you as being on their side because I let them continue operating there.”

			Ayliss gave him a smirk. “You know, this all sounds vaguely familiar. As if I heard it over and over these last several months.”

			“How is Lee doing out there?” Reena asked. The trio stood in the center of the room, near the ancient space probe that had carried the diagrams that adorned the walls. There were many places in Unity where they could speak without fear of surveillance, but few of them were as secure as this room.

			“Making lots of new friends. If I don’t get out there soon, they’ll probably make him an honorary vet—­or enlist him.” Lee Selkirk had been the chief of Ayliss’s security detail until their relationship had been revealed by their nearly disastrous brush with the duplicitous Python. Fired from that role, he’d traveled to FC–7777 two weeks earlier. “You were right about sending him in without a cover story. The veterans had already identified a few moles among them, ­people they believed were Zone Quest spies, and they weren’t gentle when they ejected them.”

			“Does he think they’re willing to listen to you?”

			“Hard to tell at this point. There’s this one senior NCO who’s in charge, and so far the vets are still following military hierarchy. That solidarity has been reinforced by the friction with ZQ.”

			“You can get a lot of mileage out of that.” Reena spoke softly, having coached Ayliss on the subject of politics and winning her grudging acceptance. “If you work out some compromises on these areas of friction, it will put you above the fray, where you want to be perceived.”

			“I might have heard that one before, too.” Ayliss gave her a brief smile. “Sooner or later, I’m going to end up on one side. And after that, it becomes a fight.”

			“Precisely why you don’t want to end up on any side at all.”

			Ayliss opened her mouth to speak, but her father beat her to it.

			“I know your shuttle’s taking off soon, but I wanted to tell you this myself.” Olech glanced at Reena, then continued. “When you leave here, Reena and I are leaving as well. We’re traveling to Celestia, to get married.”

			Ayliss regarded Olech with a blank look for several seconds, then an expression of minor revelation appeared. Her eyes moved over the panel-­covered walls, and she nodded without speaking.

			Olech exhaled audibly before draping an arm around Reena. “We didn’t want you to get the news in the war zone. Obviously, we’re keeping this very quiet.”

			“Leeger can’t be happy you’re going off-­world.”

			“Leeger doesn’t like it when I go outside. And he thinks bad things happen in the Step.”

			“They do.” Ayliss’s words were a whisper. “Sometimes, entire ships disappear.”

			“That’s true. But thousands of men and women get killed, wounded, and lost every month this war continues. I can’t ask them to go in harm’s way if I’m afraid to travel between two solar systems nowhere near the war zone.”

			“That’s not all you’re doing.”

			“No it’s not.” Olech’s eyes were somber. “You know I have to try.”

			Ayliss extended both hands, placing one on each of them but speaking to Reena. “When you get back here, remind your new husband that having both his children in the war zone is enough danger for one
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